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REVIEW ARTICLE A CONTINENT IN CRISIS: INTERNAL CONFLICTS AND EXTERNAL INTERVENTIONS IN AFRICA W. ALADE FAWOLE United Nations Peacekeeping in Africa since 1960, by Norrie MacQueen. London: Longman, 2002. ix + 308 pp. £19.99 paperback. ISBN 0-582 38253-X. Africa’s First Peacekeeping Operation:The OAU in Chad, 1981–1982, by Terry M. Mays. London: Praeger, 2002. xvi + 193 pp. £54.50 hardback. ISBN 0-275-97606-8. Africa in Crisis: New challenges and possibilities, edited by Tunde Zack-Williams, Diane Frost and Alex Thomson. London: Pluto, 2002. vi + 228 pp. £15.99 paperback. ISBN 0-7453 1647 6. THE HISTORY OF POST COLONIAL AFRICA has been characterized by intrastate conflicts, violent crises, political instability and state failure. Starting with the Congo crisis shortly after independence in 1960, several other states south of the Sahara succumbed in quick succession to internal stress and upheavals, sometimes leading to state collapse. It is impossible to impose simple analytical categories or classificatory schemes on the wide range of African crises and conflicts. They are as diverse in terms of their causes and origins, as in their dynamics, consequences and mechanisms of resolution. Though superficially similar in terms of their internal origins, many of the conflicts also have external dimensions. Some that began as purely domestic feuds, for example, were rapidly internationalized. The scale of such external involvement can be considerable: the second implosion of the Congo after the ousting of Mobutu’s 32-year dictatorship was followed by a crisis that eventually engulfed the hapless state and has been dubbed ‘Africa’s First World War’. The means by which these conflicts have been managed and/or resolved are no less diverse. The Nigerian civil war was brought to an end with the defeat W. Alade Fawole is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of International Relations, Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria.
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and surrender of the secessionist forces after 30 months of bloodbath. Liberia, Sierra Leone and DR Congo required multinational interventions, peacekeeping and enforcement in endeavours to end war. In Rwanda and Angola, on the other hand, conventional peacekeeping failed. One common thread that runs through the embarrassing assortment of post-colonial conflicts in the continent is their tendency to occur within, rather than between, states. This reality contradicts the initial, pessimistic prophecy that post-colonial crises in Africa would be between states, based on the reasoning that newly independent post-colonial states were largely artificial entities, separated by borders with no respect for ethnography, and that cross-border ethnic and cultural affinities would inevitably be their undoing. Ghana and Togo almost fulfilled this prophecy in the 1960s with their bickering over the Ewe-speaking people of both countries. Somalia and Ethiopia did so later on with the outbreak of the Ogaden war in the late 1970s. The origins of the internal crises in several sub-Saharan states are sometimes traced to deep-seated inter-ethnic animosities and historical feuds, which the divide-and-rule policies of the various colonial powers did much to fuel and exacerbate. Chad, a country once described by Samuel Decalo as ‘a patchwork of mutually competitive microcosms’, is one such case: although the feuds between the various ethno-racial groups in the country predated colonial rule and were embedded in the trans-Saharan slave trade, the French did their utmost to deepen historical social divisions. The French colonial authorities divided the country into the ‘useful’ south, where modern forms of administration, Western education and Christianity were introduced, and the ‘useless’ north where French rule was maintained by brutal force, with little expectation that the country would be able to operate as a single united entity after independence. Liberia and Sierra Leone are characterized by culturally differentiated local and émigré populations, the division between whom was mismanaged in the colonial era and thereafter. Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country, has over 300 ethnic groups, which British rule deliberately kept disunited.1 The problems associated with this diversity are not inherent in the multiplicity of ethnic groups forcibly brought together into colonial states. Rather, colonial rule often deliberately encouraged ethnic consciousness



1. Colonial Governor Sir Hugh Clifford pursued a deliberate policy of ethnic separateness by adopting a style of administration that, according to him, would secure ‘to each separate people the right to maintain its identity, its individuality and its nationality, its chosen form of government; and the peculiar political and social institutions which have been evolved for it by the wisdom and accumulated experience of generations of its forebears’. Quotation taken from J. S. Coleman, Nigeria: Background to nationalism (University of California Press, Berkeley, CA, 1958), cited in Okwudiba Nnoli, Ethnic Politics in Nigeria (Fourth Dimension Publishers, Enugu, 1978), p. 112.
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and competition, and did not create the conditions for tolerance.2 The states that were initiated through colonial fiat and maintained by force until the Second World War made the grant of independence unstoppable, were thus arguably set up for eventual collapse.3 The political elites that inherited the mantle of these states had gained their political experience in the context of the anti-democratic methods and practices of colonial rule and led their countries into the ensuing violent convulsions.4 Faced with instability and internal opposition, many imposed authoritarian single-party rule, while others rapidly fell under military rule. The glaring inability of the new local rulers to cope with the daunting problems they had inherited, and which their own incompetence had further exacerbated, often resulted in some form of external intervention — on the part of states or international organizations. As the Organization of African Unity was formed only in May 1963 and initially lacked funds and political muscle, the United Nations often took the lead in such interventions. However, from the 1970s, the combination of cynicism over Africa’s problems on the part of the international community and a reluctance to get involved led to calls for increased involvement of regional states. Thus Tanzania despatched troops to help unseat Idi Amin in Uganda in 1979, Nigeria mounted a unilateral peacekeeping operation in Chad in 1979, and the OAU conducted its first multinational operation in the same country between 1981 and 1982. Interventions by the Economic Community of West African States and the Southern African Development Community have also been important in their own sub-regions. However, in the complex internal conflicts of the post-Cold War era, the UN has once again played a key role. Norrie MacQueen’s United Nations Peacekeeping in Africa since 1960 is a comprehensive study of all UN peacekeeping, peace enforcement, monitoring, truce supervision and sundry interventions in Africa since its first effort in the Congo in 1960. Starting with a discussion of the origin, politics and law of UN peacekeeping operations, the book takes the reader through the various operations in the different regions of the continent. The multinational interventions analyzed are diverse, each different in terms of the nature and dynamics of the conflict and the uniqueness of the problems encountered, and in terms of how the operation was evaluated. Regarding 2. See the seminal study of the deliberate manipulation of ethnic differences for political control by the British in Nnoli, Ethnic Politics in Nigeria, especially pp. 112–24. See also Coleman, Nigeria, pp. 193–4. 3. One of the early perceptive Africanist scholars to apprehend the impact of colonial rule on the conflicts in African states was James O’Connell who had concluded as far back as the mid-1960s that the mode of independence of the new countries sowed the seeds of later trouble. See James O’Connell, ‘The inevitability of instability’, Journal of Modern African Studies 5, 2 (1967), p. 181. 4. Ibid., pp. 187–90.
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the latter, peacekeeping operations appear to fall into three categories, namely: the interventions that succeeded in achieving their objectives and thus made a difference; those where the successes were marginal and controversial; and the final category where interventions failed, and possibly exacerbated the conflict (pp. 258–61). The factors at stake relate both to the nature of the conflict and the character of the interventions. However, it seems that the interests of the intervening states are often of overriding importance, from the decision to mount an operation, to the actual performance in the field and the final disengagement. This book, in my view, brilliantly fulfils its own objective which, according to the author, is ‘to present an overview of the United Nations’ peacekeeping role and experience in Africa during the last four decades of the twentieth century and in this way provide an opportunity for a more distanced — and therefore more sustainable — judgement’. The analysis is intellectually rigorous, detailed, critical, incisive and objective. The book might have benefited, however, had the descriptive analysis not been anchored to the ‘failure of the neo-patrimonial state’ hypothesis (pp. 20–23). The theoretical premise of this idea is faulty, and it cannot offer a whole explanation for Africa’s various crises, as the empirical evidence rallied in the book demonstrates. The state in Africa was not, ab initio, configured to function properly, as it was imposed hurriedly by departing colonial rulers, and it was only a matter of time before its internal contradictions would be revealed. The liberal democratic project that accompanied the granting of flag independence foundered largely because it had no historical or cultural basis in Africa, as it was imposed upon an artificial state formation the foundation of which was authoritarian, predatory, violent and, therefore, unstable. This instability is often taken as inevitable. As MacQueen himself shows clearly in several of the crises he analyzes, however, not all factors contributing to state collapse are endogenous, many are external to the state. For example, the collapse of Congo shortly after its independence should not be attributed to the failure of the so-called ‘neo-patrimonial state’: rather, it could be argued that the Congo state never really existed. What the Belgians bequeathed to the people was a shell, a pathetic caricature of the Westphalian state that was destined for failure before it had a chance to get started. Similarly, Chad was never a single state in the proper definition of the term, as the post-independence Tombalbaye government required a permanent large deployment of French military forces to maintain a facade of order in northern Chad. Regarding Angola, civil war was sparked by a hasty process of decolonization that left different armed factions to slug it out. The complications introduced into Angola’s civil crisis by the intervention of apartheid South Africa, Zaire and the United States had little to do with any failure on the part of the ‘patrimonial or neo-patrimonial’ state. The cases of Liberia and Sierra Leone are
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also peculiar in several regards that have little to do with the so-called patrimonial state or its failure. The book usefully provides an historical background to each of the cases treated, revealing the complexity and specificity of each case. Although MacQueen concedes that ‘the model of the transient neo-patrimonial state’ is problematic as the basis for UN intervention in Africa, he nonetheless goes on to conclude that ‘it remains a persuasive explanation of a significant proportion of Africa’s post-colonial conflicts’ (p. 23). It is unfortunate that MacQueen has relied so strongly on this seemingly fashionable but increasingly discredited theoretical framework.5 UN intervention in African conflicts through peacekeeping and peace enforcement predated similar regional efforts. Terry M. Mays’ Africa’s First Peacekeeping Operation:The OAU in Chad, 1981–1982 offers a detailed study of the first ever peacekeeping operations conducted by the Organization of African Unity in Chad between 1981 and 1982. Divided into eight chapters and two appendices, the book offers a comprehensive and objective examination of regional intervention in an internal crisis. It provides an historical background to the post-independence conflict in Chad, analyzing the factors that necessitated intervention, and examining the whole effort from the decision to deploy troops to the actual conduct of the operations in the field. Africa’s maiden peacekeeping effort was beset by a plethora of problems, ranging from inexperience, a weak mandate, insufficient troops and equipment, differential interpretations of the mandate by the Chadian government and the states contributing troops, the resolve of the principal rebel faction to settle the matter on the battlefield, and the intrusion of external influences from states that had vested interests in Chad. The relatively limited success of the operation remains a controversial subject. Chadian leader Goukouni Weddeye, who interpreted the mandate of the OAU force as intended to protect his government against Hissène Habré’s incursions, saw the operation as a failure, while to Habré it was a success because he cleverly exploited the force’s weak mandate to fight his way into the capital and seize power. For the US and French governments, which were also actively involved, the operation succeeded in clipping Gaddafi’s growing wings and his influence in Chad, which they considered a great irritant. Nigeria was positive about the operation, not only because it fitted an agenda of projecting Nigerian power in the region, but also because it got 5. Perhaps the most profound critique yet of this fashionable ‘neo-patrimonialism’ thesis is by Abdul Raufu Mustapha of Oxford University. See his ‘States, predation and violence: Reconceptualizing political action and political community in Africa’, paper delivered at the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) 10th General Assembly on the theme: ‘Africa in the New Millennium’, Kampala, Uganda, 8–12 December 2002.
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rid of the Libyan menace. It is incontestable, however, that this intervention, which was necessary at the time, was not conducted purely for altruistic reasons on the part of the states involved. Rather, as Mays avers, the driving forces behind peacekeeping operations — whether unilateral or multilateral — are the foreign policy objectives of the states contributing troops. Africa in Crisis: New challenges and possibilities, edited by Tunde ZackWilliams, Diane Frost and Alex Thomson, is a departure from the two earlier volumes. It takes a decidedly political-economy view of the myriad crises plaguing the continent in the new millennium. In the introduction, Zack-Williams identifies ‘a troika of what seem to be insurmountable problems: economic marginalization from the global market; a major health crisis stemming from the destructive effects of malaria and HIV/AIDS; and the search for peace, political stability and an end to the succession of devastating civil wars’ (p. 3). Nine other chapters build on this foundation, ranging from the impacts of globalization and imperialism to the fight for the control and appropriation of resources, the ‘colonization of the African mind’ and its deleterious effects upon post-colonial political developments in the continent, the existence of unaccountable states, and the influences of external actors, states and donors. Jimmy Kandeh’s ‘Subaltern terror in Sierra Leone’ and Christopher Clapham’s ‘Problems of peace enforcement: lessons to be drawn from multinational peacekeeping operations in ongoing conflicts in Africa’ address the problems of intra-state violence and efforts to resolve them. Kandeh traces the elite origins of the war in Sierra Leone, while Clapham examines the problems that UN and other multinational peacekeeping efforts have had to confront. His conclusions are similar to Norrie MacQueen’s incisive analysis. Although this book’s rich assortment of authors and chapters vividly captures the essence of the crisis in Africa, three of the chapters are out of tune with the broad objective of the book, and have no more than cosmetic value. Laurens van der Laan’s ‘Misconceptions about the world market: implications for African export policies’ and Claire Melamed’s ‘Cotton, food and work: contract farming, food security and the labour market in northern Mozambique’ make no contribution to the understanding of the African economic crisis. Both are too narrow in focus and do not fit the theme of the book. The same goes for Asteris Huliaras’s chapter on ‘Continuity and change in French foreign policy towards Africa’, which makes no critical connection between France’s African policy and the African crisis. Nonetheless, the book is well written and makes a useful addition to the growing literature on the crisis of the postcolonial state in Africa. It is pertinent to end this review by re-stating that the tradition of adopting single, grand theories or explanatory paradigms for the analysis of African conflicts has grossly failed to explain all that needs to be explained
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about Africa’s myriad and complex problems. From the so-called crisis of the neo-patrimonial state to political-economy perspectives and everything in between, no grand theory has offered durable and lasting solutions. Some of them merely address symptoms and manifestations rather than the causes of the African crisis. As Lionel Cliffe has summed it up: ‘most of the theories on offer — neo-patrimonialism, warlordism, the politics of the belly, politics as winner-takes-all — can yield insights but more as descriptive labels and generalizations than as conceptual frameworks to explain processes and ideally to predict, if prevention is to be on the agenda’ (‘African renaissance’, in Africa in Crisis: New challenges and possibilities, p. 44). Perhaps the time has come for a more eclectic, multi-disciplinary and multi-perspective approach to the study of Africa’s problems. Since there will always be conflicts in the continent, it may be unreasonable to wish away external interventions in domestic conflicts. Côte d’Ivoire is only the latest African state to experience a civil war: as the situation is beyond the capacity of the government to handle, it has been necessary for French forces to intervene, and for ECOWAS and other actors to mediate. With better analyses of African conflicts, external actors and third parties would have better understandings of the situations in which they are involved, which could assist them to fashion the most appropriate modes of intervention and conflict resolution.
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